Phasic alerting enhances spatial orienting in healthy aging but not in mild cognitive impairment.
Previous studies in young adults have demonstrated strong functional links between phasic alerting and exogenous orienting. The present study examined changes in the dynamic interaction between these attentional networks in healthy aging and in amnestic mild cognitive impairment. Healthy young adults, healthy older adults, and patients with amnestic mild cognitive impairment (MCI) were asked to identify as quickly as possible the color of a target stimulus that appeared within one of 2 peripheral boxes. Orienting was manipulated by a brief flashing of the same (valid cue) or opposite (invalid cue) box in which the target subsequently appeared. Alerting was manipulated by presenting an auditory white noise burst simultaneously with the visual orienting cue on half of the trials. All 3 groups displayed significant alerting and orienting effects but differed in the nature of the interaction between alerting and orienting. As expected, young adults displayed increased orienting under high alerting conditions through a selective enhancement of validly cued targets. While older adults displayed a greater effect of alerting on orienting compared to young adults, MCI patients did not display a significant interaction between attentional networks. Results provide support for the presence of increased compensatory interactions between attentional networks in healthy aging that may be no longer effective with the emergence of clinical symptoms in MCI. The demonstration of qualitatively distinct effects of healthy aging and MCI suggests that behavioral tests of attentional network interactions may serve as cognitive markers in individuals at increased risk for developing AD. (PsycINFO Database Record (c) 2019 APA, all rights reserved).